(12) INTERNATIONAL AP 



TION PUBLISHED UNDER THE PATENT O 



:d^^tA 



TION TREATY (PCT) 



(19) World Intellectual Property Organization 
International Bureau 

(43) International Publication Date 
25 September 2003 (25.09.2003) 




PCT 



lilHIIIillllllllllillllllllili 

(10) International Publication Number 

wo 03/079243 Al 



(51) InterDational Patent Classification^: G06F 17/60 

(21) International Application Number: PCT/AU03/00340 

(22) International Filing Date: 20 March 2003 (20.03.2003) 
(25) Filing Language: English 



(26) Publication Language: 

(30) Priority Data: 

PS1244 20 Mai*h 200fc (20.03.2002) 




f 

Ofi(2 



English 



AU 



(71) Applicant (for all designated States except US): VCUBED 
PTY LTD. [AU/AU]; 28 John Street, Northbridge W.A. 
6003 (AU). 

(72) Inventors; and 

(75) Inventors/Applicants ffor US only): CROCKETT, 
Shane, Robert [AU/AU]; 199 Hensman Road. Shenton 
Park W.A. 6008 (AU). WELLS, Stephen, Lawrence 



[AU/AU]; 6 Helsall Court, Sorrento W.A. 6020 (AU). 
POWER, Clare, Elizabeth [AU/AU]; 129 Coghlan Road, 
Subiaco W.A. 6008 (AU). 

(74) Agent: WATERMARK PATENT & TRADEMARK 
ATTORNEYS; Level 21, Allendale Square, 77 St Geoi^e 
Terrace, Perth, W.A. 6000 (AU). 

(81) Designated States (national): AE, AG, AL, AM, AT, AU, 
AZ, BA, BB, BG, BR, BY, BZ, CA, CH. CN. CO, CR, CU, 
CZ, DE, DK, DM, DZ, EC, EE, ES. FT, GB, GD, GE. GH. 
GM, HR, HU, ID, IL, IN, IS, JP, KE, KG, KP, KR, KZ, LC, 
LK, LR, LS, LT, LU, LV, MA, MD, MG, MK, MN, MW, 
MX, MZ, NI, NO, NZ, OM, PH, PL, PT, RO, RU, SD, SE, 
SG, SK, SL, TJ, TM, TN, TR, TT, TZ, UA. UG, US. UZ, 
VN, YU, ZA, ZM, ZW. 

(84) Designated States (regional): ARIPO patent (GH, GM, 
KE. LS. MW, MZ, SD, SL. SZ. TZ. UG, ZM, ZW), 
Eurasian patent (AM. AZ. BY, KG, KZ, MD, RU, TJ, TM), 

[Continued on next page] 



PRODUCT INVENTORY MANAGEMENT SYSTEM 



Customer 



Ctretcmier 



Customer 



Agent 



Agent 



n 

OS 

O 



Data 
Center 



(57) Abstract: A system to 
facilitate bookings including at 
least one business centre, each 
business centre having at least 
one product available for booking, 
wherein each business centre 
includes a first processing means 
for receiving and making bookings 
of at least one product from at 
least one agent or customer; and 
a central data centre including 
a second processing means for 
receiving and making bookings 
of at least one product from 
at least one agent or customer 
or at least one other agent or 
customer; wherein at one or more 
predetermined periods or actions 
one first and second processing 
means are synchronised so that 
booking information in the first 
and second processing means is 
the same. 
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PRODUCT INVENTORY MANAGEMENT SYSTEM 
FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention Is directed towards a booking system, and in 
particular an improved system for managing and marl<eting within the tourism 
industry. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Generally, providers of tourism products require a network in order to 
market and distribute their product. This product may take the form of 
accommodation, available tours, or other such activities. The majority of cun-ent 
networks are based on inefficient manual systems involving the older paradigms 
of wholesalers, retailers and loose Industry associations. Most such networks are 
relatively cumbersome and Ineffective as most consumers are now seeking to 
view and purchase these products in online environments. There is an 
overwhelming need to create a system that allows these businesses to participate 
in this environment but to do so on an Individual and Independent basis. The 
underlying problem is that fragmented businesses do not have the capacity to use 
the effectiveness of aggregated purchasing and selling. 

The various problems associated with this industry are yet to be 
addressed, and businesses continue to rely on manual systems of telephone, 
facsimile, and allocated inventories. Commonly, a person wishing to book a 
holiday may approach their travel agent with various enquiries. For example the 
customer may wish to stay In a particular region on a specified date. In order to 
accommodate the customers request, the travel agent is required to phone 
various hotels within the specified region to ascertain their availability and costs. 
The various availabilities and costings may then be refenred back to the customer 
to make a selection. The travel agent is then required to again contact the 
selected hotel so as to confirm booking. In many cases, this may mean that the 
travel agent is required to spend considerable time trying to ascertain the 
availability of various hotels within a region. It Is also likely that a travel agent will 
become familiar with or prefer a certain hotel or chain of hotels. This could result 
in the customer staying at a hotel which is not optimum to their requirements. 

It is also possible that many smaller hotels or other establishments offering 
accommodation may not be known to the travel agent and therefore not 
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contacted. Further such small establishments may not be able to afford the 
advertising necessary to raise awareness of their establishments. 

As the demand for making bookings via the web has increased, many 
businesses have adopted a web based inventory allotment system so as to cater 
5 for these needs. In this arrangement a certain number of rooms are allocated to 
the web based system for general distribution, and have generally been 
unsuccessful from the individual businesses point of view. The system does 
require the business to allocate a set number of rooms or inventory to the web 
system. Should enquiries be made directly to the business they will be unable to 

10 offer these web based allocations. This could mean that the business may have 
to decline a customer even when web based inventory has not been sold. 
Further, if the rooms or inventory are allotted to the web based system are not 
sold the business would not be able to sell that product A business could run the 
risk of selling the web based allotment to direct customers but could result in 

1 5 double booking of customers. 

Another system has been the adoption of intermediary sellers. Such 
systems have been developed that require specific points of sale to make 
enquiries to a central database which has manually entered business products 
onto it. These systems have also proved cumbersome, as the businesses do not 

20 have direct real-time access to the data on the central database. In addition, the 
systems have generally been developed on a customised basis. That is they are 
purpose built for one Information centre or outlet and may not be compatible with 
other developed systems. Accordingly, such systems are not ideal for a travel 
agent. 

25 There is therefore a need for a system which enables ready access to 

various businesses, and also for the efficient booking of inventory provided by 

these businesses. 

OBJECT OF THE INVENTION 

It is therefore an object of this invention to provide a system which enables 
30 booking to be made by a plurality of agents to a plurality of business institutions in 

an efficient and relatively simple matter. 
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SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

With the above object in mind, the present invention provides a system to 
facilitate bookings including: 

at least one business centre, each said at least one business centre 
5 having at least one product available for booking, wherein each said at least one 
business centre includes a first processing means for receiving and making 
bookings of said at least one product from at least one agent or customer; and 

a central data centre including a second processing means for receiving 
and making bookings of said at least one product from said at least one agent or 
1 0 customer or at least one other agent or customer; 

wherein at one or more predetermined periods or actions said first and 
second processing means are synchronised so that booking information in said 
first and second processing means is the same. 

It is envisaged that the synchronisation will take place during or after each 
15 booking, although in a prefenred embodiment, additional and/or manual 
synchronisation will be possible. 

In one embodiment, the business centre may be an establishment offering 
accommodation, and the product may be rooms available at that establishment. 
Alternatively, the business centre could be a tour operator and the products 
20 various tours and trips available through that tour operator. 

In another aspect the present invention provides a business centre 
booking system including a first processing means to receive and make bookings 
of at least one product available from said business centre; a communication 
means to receive bookings made via an external server of said at least one 
25 product; wherein at a predetennined time said first processing means 
synchronises data with said external server via said communication means. 

In a further aspect the present invention provides a synchronised booking 
system including a second processing means for receiving and making bookings 
of at least one product available from at least one business centre; a 
30 communication means to enable said bookings to be synchronised with a first 
processing means of said at least one business centre. 
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The communication means can be any available means which enables the 
first and second processing means to communicate and may be made via a 
global computer network. 
BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 
5 Figure 1 exemplifies a basic arrangement of the preferred embodiment of 

the present invention. 

Figure 2 shows a prefen-ed arrangement for interaction between the client 

and the system. 

Figure 3 shows a prefenred arrangement for managing and updating data 
10 in the system. 

Figure 4 exemplifies the synchronisation process of the preferred 
embodiment of the present Invention. 
DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 

The present Invention seeks to allow a business to operate independently 

15 whilst simultaneously offering compatibility with a multitude of selling and buying 
operations which may be critical to the businesses success. The system is 
relevant to all categories of the tourism industry in order that efficiencies for the 
individual businesses by aggregating their buying and selling power in those 
areas were there is no competitive advantage can be obtained. The present 

20 description will be limited to the example of hotel or room accommodation. 
However, It will be appreciated that other areas will equally fall within the scope of 
the present invention. For example, various operators offering tours and day trips 
may equally benefit from this invention. 

Figure 1 shows the basic an-angement of the prefenred embodiment of the 

25 present invention. The system will Include a data centre 1 which houses a central 
processor which is able to hold data of each business client 4. It is envisaged 
that any number of business clients 4 may be linked to the system. Each 
business client 4 has a processing unit which includes a resident application 
which enables the business to operate the system. This resident application 

30 enables each business client 4 to receive and make booking from customers 3. 

The customer 3 may contact the business client 4 directly to ascertain 
whether any products are available for booking. For example, the business client 
4 may be a hotel, and the customer 3 desires to book a rc)om at that hotel. The 
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hotel or business dient 4 will review the resident application to ascertain whether 
any room or product is available. On the assumption that a room is available, and 
the customer 3 proceeds with the booking, the resident application of the 
business client 4 will be updated to show that the room has been booked. 

5 A similar system to the resident application is present in the data centre 1 . 

In this way, a customer 3 may connect to the data centre 1 to book a product or 
room with the business client 4. Again assuming that the customer proceeds with 
the booking, the processing unit of the data centre 1 will indicate that the desired 
room is no longer available. Alternatively, a customer 3 may approach an agent 2 

10 who has access to the data centre 1. The agent 2 on behalf of the customer 3 
can review and make bookings with the data centre 1 . In many cases, it may 
appear to the agent 2 (or customer 3), that they are making a booking directly 
with the business client 4 rather than through an intermediary centre such as the 
data centre 1 . Again, assuming that the agent 2 conflmis a booking on behalf of 

15 the customer 3, the processing unit of the data centre 1 indicates that the room or 
product is booked and no longer available for any other customer. 

At predetemnined intervals, for example at the completion of each booking, 
the data centre 1 and respective business client 4 synchronise their data with 
each other. That is, the processing unit of the data centre 1 is adjusted to reflect 

20 any bookings made directly to the business client 4. Similarly, the resident 
application of the business client 4 is also updated to reflect any bookings made 
via the data centre 1 . In this way, the data centre 1 and business client 4 both 
have an up to date record of bookings made with the business client 4, and 
thereby details of the products which may still be available for booking. 

25 It will be appreciated that as the data stored In both the data centre 1 and 

business client 4 are continuously synchronised, that the data centre 1 also 
effectively provides a back-up of the business centres 4 data. Accordingly, if the 
business centre 4 was to experience some technical problem which caused loss 
of their data, the business centre 4 need only synchronise with the data centre 1 

30 to restore their systems. Whilst not a primary concern in designing the present 
system, it will be appreciated that this source of back-up data is highly 
advantageous to each business client 4. 
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The present system has solved a major problem by creating a system that 
can operate as a resident application of the business computer network and at 
the same time have a real-time synchronisation capacity with any point of 
distribution whether it is to a consumer direct or via an agent. The 
5 synchronisation and relationship database capacity may be utilised to deliver a 
multitude of business critical operations to the business. 

In the prefen-ed embodiment, a travel application may be downloaded or 
othenwise installed on a host system for a business. The application can then 
form the central point of the package acting as the interface to all the services of 

10 the system. In this way, all applications are fully integrated and the system is the 
entry point into each members business. 

Accordingly, the application should be simple and built to meet the primary 
needs of the user group. Ideally, the user will be able to customise specific 
aspects of the application to suite their particular model. Ideally the Installable 

15 application will allow tourism operators of varying types to maintain their bookings 
and give them access to all the applications of the system and also provide 
access to all services provided by the system. 

Referring to figure 2, the operation of the main interface that will be 
provided to operators in the preferred embodiment can be seen. This main 

20 interface can be used in a day to day operation of the application. For simplicity, 
the system may be implemented such that this main interface is the same or 
substantially the same on both the resident application of the business client 4, 
and on the central processing unit in the data centre 1. By causing both data 
centre 1 and business client 4 to have the same interface, assistance may be 

25 easier to provide, modifications and changes easier to make, and synchronisation 
of data easier to achieve. 



summary of bookings 70, making a new booking 77, creating a report 90, 
checking customers in and out 100, searching 110, other actions 119, or 
30 accessing online help 125. Depending on the application, the user may be able 
to obtain booking summaries 70, by viewing the bookings by product 71 for 
example by room types, or alternatively by status 72 for example available rooms. 
The operator may also be able to view bookings by customers 73 or alternatively 



The operator may be provided with a number of options Including a 
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bookings within a predefined time period 74. For example tlie system could be 
configured to default to the current date. The operator may be able to access 
information updates 76 which could include details of the products. For ease of 
use, the operator should be able to take a new booking 75 from the booking 
5 summary 70, rather than requiring the operator to return to the main screen to 
initiate a new booking 77. 

Once a new booking 75, 77 is selected, the operator will be requested to 
enter details such as the product required, and the duration of the booking. The 
operator may then be asked to enter various booking details 80 and also 

10 customer details 82. Depending on the embodiment, the system may be 
configured to perform a synchronisation check at this time to ensure that the 
product or room is available. It will then be necessary to confirm the booking 83, 
and as necessary confirm the various details 84. Depending on the application, if 
an agent is booking the product 85, then the system may simply confirm the 

15 details and print a voucher 86. Alternatively, if an agent is not booking 85 the 
product the system may prompt for payment details 87. 

The system can be customised to provide other processes which the 
business client will usually carry out. For example the system can assist in 
checking in 102 a customer and prompting the operator to enter the requested 

20 information 114. Similarly, in checking out 103 a customer the operator can run 
through a required checklist 104 and follow various procedures until the customer 
is marked as checked out and the account closed 109. 

Whilst the system should be configured to automatically synchronise at 
predefined periods or actions, for example following a confirmed booking, the 

25 business client 4 may also elect to synchronise 122 the data. This could take the 
form of a partial synchronisation 123 or a full synchronisation 124. It is envisaged 
that the partial synchronisation 123 may only include booking details, booking 
details for a specific product or any other predefined parameters. Whereas, It is 
envisaged that full synchronisation 124 will include a synchronisation of all data 

30 stored in the system, including customer address details product descriptions, 
prices, and bookings- 
Referring to figure 4, a possible synchronisation process is exemplified. 
The central server 130 can be housed in the data centre 1 and stores the details 
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of the business client 4, and any bookings made by an agent 2 or customer 3. 
Once synchronisation is initiated by timer 131 and if the time threshold has been 
passed 132 a partial 133 or full 134 synchronisation is initiated depending on last 
time of synchronisation. If not connected to the internet 135 the process ends 

5 152. If connected to the Intemet 135 an event is logged 136 stating the start of a 
synchronisation process. Authentication 130 occurs between the resident 
application and the central server. If this fails an event is logged 1 37, the error is 
reported 138 and the process terminates 139. A table listing of local tables 140 to 
upsync is retrieved from the central server. For every table found in the listing 

10 find all local data that has changed since last synchronisation 141. Upload this 
data to the central server 142. 

If the synchronisation is a full synchronisation a full listing of remote tables 
is requested from the central server 143. Othenwise a partial listing of remote 
tables is requested from the central server 144. For every table found in the 

15 listing request data firom the central server 145. If this fails an event is logged 
146, the error is reported 147 and the process terminates 148. Insert requested 
data into the resident application 149. If this fails an event is logged 146, the 
error is reported 147 and the process terminates 148. 

Log an event 150 stating the process has completed successfully and then 

20 end the process 1 51 . 

In this manner, bookings made either by the data centre 1 or business 
client are continually updated and data integrity maintained. 

As part of the installation process, the system may include a user friendly 
registration process so as to gather all necessary information to automate as 

25 many functions as possible for the business. For example, this may include 
access to direct-debt, and automated Internet connections. Ideally, each 
business client 4 will be able to manage all settings that relate to their business. 
This can include things like managing products, their descriptions and also 
relevant price schedules. It can also be used to manage login and user 

30 information for users of the application and allow the operator to create a website 
which plugs into the standard template driven site. 

In the preferred embodiment, these manage functions are exemplified in 
figure 3. Assuming that a new business client 4 downloads or installs the resident 
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application on their system, tlien on initial start up the system should detemnine 
whether the application is being started for the first time 58. If it is not the first 
time then the system will proceed to the nomnal or home page of the business 
clients 4 system. Assuming that the system has been commenced for the first 

5 time, then the system should request that the business client 4 enter or manage 
their account details 59. This may include managing their products 10, their 
agents 17, or any other account details. Once the account details 59 have been 
entered, the system should prompt the business client 4 to manage their security 
settings 60. This can be achieved by prompting the business client 4 to manage 

10 their security settings 21 . Once the security settings have been managed 60, the 
business client 4 may then be prompted to customise the settings 61 of their 
system. This may include managing any offloads 25, entering seasonal 
infomiation 30, managing an affiliate list 34, entering account details 44, creating 
website infomnation 50 or any other infonnation that may be desired depending 

15 on the embodiment. 

In managing their products 10, the business client 4 is provided with a 
summary list of existing products v5, obviously if it is the first time entering the 
system this list will not contain any entries. The business client 4 will be able to 
view all product types v7, again this will be empty if it is the first time entering. 

20 The business client 4 will be able to add a product type v8 for example a deluxe 
suite to group several products. Once a product type has been added the 
business client has the ability to add or modify price/seasons v12 to it. This 
defines a price at a time of the year for any associated products. At this stage an 
individual product can be added to the product type v16. By adding a product 

25 v16, the business client 4 is effectively adding a product which may be booked 
either directly or via the data centre 1. The business client 4 may also be able to 
modify product types v1 1 . For example a deluxe suite may be modified into an 
exquisite suite. SImllariy, the business client 4 will be able to modify a product 
v16. This could enable the business client 4 to maintain the relevance of the 

30 database at all times. For example, it is possible that following an upgrade a 
hotel may have upgraded a number of standard rooms to superior rooms. 

Ideally, the business client 4 should be able to set and manage individual 
security settings 21. This may be achieved by listing the various users 22, adding 
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or modifying users 23, or deleting users 24. In this way, the business client 4 can 
ensure that only authorised persons have access to various aspects of the 
system to thereby avoid mismanagement of the system. For example, an 
operator or booking clerk may be given access to make bookings but not to alter 
5 pricings. 

In the preferred arrangement, when the business client 4 makes any 
modifications, the modifications will be made to the processing unit housed in the 
data centre 1. Once these modifications are completed, the data centre 1 will 
initiate synchronisation with the business client 4 to thereby update the resident 

10 application. Whilst it would be possible to update the resident application and 
synchronise the central processing unit in the data centre 1, the former 
anrangement is preferred so as to reduce the possibility of bookings being made 
whilst the data is being updated. For example, if a business client 4 was updating 
the resident application it is possible that the data centre 1 could be taking 

15 bookings, on for example rooms that are to be renovated, by updating the data 
centre 1, it would not be possible for any agents 2 or customers 3, to make 
bookings via the data centre 1 , and presumably, the business client 4 would be 
aware that modifications are being made. 

Whilst the system should guard against double bookings, the system will 

20 preferably include an integrated dispute resolution system which will alert an 
operator to any double bookings. It is presumed that preference will be given to 
any online bookings. In this way should a business attempt to book a room which 
has already been allocated, the system should alert the user to this fact. 

It is envisage that a central database will be utilised to which all clients can 

25 establish connections to synchronise data. This centralised database may also 
be the link between the clients software and credit card transactions through the 
system thereby allowing online transactions to be processed and transferred 
directly into the business nominated account. The database structure should be 
such as to facilitate online bookings, keep track of customer data, allow the 

30 operator to access industry specific resources, and allow the system to manage 
the process. The database may be accessed by a public website. This website 
may act to market the system and also provide access to the various businesses. 
Ideally, any necessary user manuals or product support may be downloadable 
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from this site. Accordingly, it is envisaged that the website will provide an easily 
accessible portal to both businesses using the system, and for customers or 
agents \Anshing to book with businesses linked to the system. 

In some embodiments, it may be possible for businesses to offer specials 
5 or reduced cost packages. These specials may be relayed to the central 
database for distribution or for ready access by any other agent or customer. 
This system could alternatively be automated, such that if a particular room has 
not been booked, then the cost for that room will decrease as a date draws near. 
For example, if no bookings have been made for a particular room within one 

10 month, then a fifteen percent reduction may be offered. Further reductions may 
be automatically offered each week leading up to the actual date so as to entice 
web users to place a booking. 

In use, a travel agent or customer may connect directly to the system. The 
system will enable the agent to view the various businesses, and the availability 

15 of any rooms together with their costing's. As this data is synchronised with the 
centralised database, the agent may be confident that the information is up to 
date, and that the rooms marked as available are In fact available. The agent or 
user may then place a booking which may be confimned by payment via a credit 
card, so as to guarantee that room. The system would then be updated so that 

20 any other agent or customer accessing the system would be able to see that the 
room was no longer available. 

The system may be configured such that in confirming a booking, the 
agent provides credit card details for payment. The system may either accept 
this payment directly and then reimburse each business, or may enable the credit 

25 card payment to be directly credited towards a business nominated account. A 
receipt and/or confirmation number may be provided to the agent or customer. 

The present invention Is dramatically different from any previous attempt 
as it captures the advantages of both a resident application and a web based 
distribution system by having real-time synchronisation capacity linked to a 

30 multitude of business functionality. 

Whilst the method and system of the present invention has been 
summarised and explained by illustrative examples, it will be appreciated by 
those skilled in the art that many widely varying embodiments and applications 
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are within the teaching and scope of the present invention, and that the examples 
presented herein are by way of illustration only and should not be construed as 
limiting the scope of this invention. 
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1 . A system to facilitate bookings including: 

at least one business centre, each said at least one business centre 
having at least one product available for booking, wherein each said at least one 
business centre includes a first processing means for receiving and making 
bookings of said at least one product from at least one agent or customer; and 

a central data centre including a second processing means for receiving 
and making bookings of said at least one product from said at least one agent or 
customer or at least one other agent or customer; 

wherein at one or more predetermined periods or actions said first and 
second processing means are synchronised so that booking information in said 
first and second processing means is the same. 

2. A system as claimed in claim 1 wherein synchronisation occurs after each 
booking. 

3. A system as claimed in claim 1 or claim 2 wherein an operator can initiate 
synchronisation. 

4. A system as claimed in any one of the preceding claims wherein said 
business centre offers accommodation. 

5. A system as claimed in claim 4 wherein said product includes rooms 
available at said business centre. 

6. A system as claimed in any one of claims 1 to 3 wherein said business 
centre is a tour operator. 

7. A system as claimed in claim 6 wherein said product includes tours 
available from said tour operator. 

8. A system as claimed in any preceding claim wherein said synchronization 
includes: 
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first and second processing means identifying any values that liave 
clianged since a previous synclironization; and 

said first processing means forwarding any said changed values to said 
second processing means, and said second processing means forwarding any 
said changed values to said first processing means. 

9. A system as claimed in any preceding claim further including a dispute 
resolution system to alert a user to possible double bookings. 

10. A system as claimed in any preceding claim wherein said first and second 
processing means both Include a common user interface. 

11. A system as claimed in any preceding claim wherein modifications to 
booking conditions are made to said second processing means and then 
synchronized to said first processing means. 

12. A business centre booking system including: 

a first processing means to receive and make bookings of at least one 
product available from said business centre; 

a communication means to receive bookings made via an external server 
of said at least one product; 

wherein at a predetermined time said first processing means synchronises 
data with said external server via said communication means. 

13. A synchronised booking system including: 

a second processing means for receiving and making bookings of at least 
one product available from at least one business centre; 

a communication means to enable said bookings to be synchronised with a 
first processing means of said at least one business centre. 



14. A system substantially as hereinbefore described with reference to the 
accompanying figures. 
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